the late Roman period (fourth to fifth century CE) a mystical form of writing is attested on defixiones -curse tablets and binding spells.
2 Amulets and incantation bowls with magical characters or signs appear with regularity in Jewish magic and are found in "Palestinian amulets, Samaritan amulets, and European Jewish magical texts, and they have found their way into Christian magical handbooks as well." 3 Within the Islamic tradition prayer bowls are inscribed with Qur'anic verses that empower the water that is poured into the bowls and imbibed by the sick. There are also Islamic divination bowls, and talismanic shirts and mirrors that have esoteric diagrams composed of numbers, letters, and "illegible signs." 4 Texts and objects that include an esoteric or illegible form of writing are also found in East Asia, where they have been employed in a variety of religious contexts, including within Daoism, popular religion, and-despite much writing to the contrary-within Buddhism. Indeed, there is a large corpus of Buddhist manuscripts in which, like the Greek magical papyri discussed by Jonathan Z. Smith, "the chief ritual activity . . . appears to be the act of writing itself . Alongside the evident concern for the accurate transmission of a professional literature marked, among other features, by scribal glosses and annotations, is an overwhelming belief in the efficacy of writing, especially in the recipes that focus on the fashioning of amulets and phylacteries." 5 Whereas talismans in the Greek and other contexts of the ancient world have received significant scholarly attention, it is to an oft overlooked collection of Buddhist talismans that are empowered by a form of writing that appears illegible-what Bronislaw Malinowski referred to as having a "coefficient of weirdness" in the context of Trobriand Island word magic-that I want to direct my thoughts in the words that follow.
While doing fieldwork in China some years ago, I entered a shrine located on the summit of a mountain and saw that there was a small wooden table that had a candle and various writing implements. When I had earlier visited the same site, a Daoist priest was sitting at the table writing and selling talismans to long lines of devotees. On a more recent visit, however, I saw that the same table was now staffed by a Buddhist monk writing out the same talismans for an equally long line of pilgrims. Those talismans (on red or yellow paper with black or red writing) are thought to provide practical benefits like "knowledge and wisdom" ( congming zhihui ), "elevation of status and rank" ( luwei gaosheng ͕ ), and "success in school" ( xueye chengjiu M , ). The style and function of those talismans are similar to the style and function of present-day talismans available for purchase at other sites in China, at temples and shrines throughout Japan (such as ofuda R or omamori R R ), and even in Chinese diaspora communities in Thailand and Malaysia. 7 At first sight, the scene of a Buddhist monk writing what looked like popular or Daoist talismans was striking and raised a number of questions. Was there historical precedent for Buddhists writing and employing talismans? Resisting the temptation to explain away this practice as merely a form of contemporary Chinese popular religiosity that tends to mix and match various elements of Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism, what some have decried as a form of "degenerative syncretism," I instead de- 7 On talismans and their relation to "worldly benefits" ( genze riyaku ) in Japan; see Ian Reader and George J. Tanabe Jr., Practically Religious: Worldly Benefits and the Common Religion of Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1998). For a comprehensive survey of esoteric talismans in Asia, see Ogata T o ru . employed rather than normal everyday language and that the sacred language was usually perceived as efficacious and powerful due to the fact that it was incomprehensible. See Tambiah, "The Magical Power of Words," 177-206. There was also a written counterpart to the types of magical properties of words that Tambiah discusses. John Gager and others have shown the ubiquity of the use of an esoteric script that is found in ancient Greece and Rome, and Antoine Faivre has also noted the "liking on the part of many esotericists for 'secret writing,' " such as that of the sixteenth-century figure Johannes Trithemius, who was noted for his famous steganographia . See Gager cided to turn to the medieval Chinese historical record to see what could be found. One of the goals of tracing the historical background of those talismanic practices was to take seriously the late Michel Strickmann's comments on the need to combine anthropological/ethnographic observation of contemporary practices with a historical perspective grounded in medieval Chinese primary sources. 8 While the winding textual path that I began to follow eventually led to a corpus of medieval Buddhist sources, it was not a particularly wellmarked trail, and it seemed that all the signs (that is to say, scholarship on Chinese Buddhism) were pointing in the wrong directions. Simply put, talismans and texts that include talismanic script have heretofore remained all but invisible to scholars of Chinese Buddhism since they have traditionally understood them to be of a Daoist provenance and have tended to place them on the wrong side of the problematic Western division between "pure" religion and "denigrated" magic. 9 As is now well known, between those polemical terms, it is magic that "has been made to play the role of an evaluative rather than an interpretive term and, as such, usually bears a negative valence."
10 Therefore, anything labeled as magic, and particularly a material object like a talisman that bears too close of a connection to a fetish, is discarded posthaste. 11 These interpretive problems are related in part to the now well-known "Protestant" assumptions that characterized early Buddhist studies and have yet to be overcome entirely. 12 Colonel Henry Steel Olcott , the cofounder of the Theosophical Society and a late nineteenthcentury Western commentator on-and propagator of-a particular view of Buddhism, explained the alleged inappropriateness of the use of talismans within Buddhism by writing: "Question: Are charms, incantations, the observance of lucky hours and devil dancing a part of Buddhism? Answer: They are positively repugnant to its fundamental principles. They are surviving relics of fetishism and pantheistic and other foreign religions." 13 Despite the insistence on the primacy of "pure beliefs," and the ironic fact that Colonel Olcott later became known for effecting cures through his knowledge of mesmerism, this view can be seen as representative (though clearly from one extreme) of more widely held assumptions about the role (or lack thereof ) of talismans or charms in Buddhism. 14 The entry on amulets and talismans in J. Z. Smith's Dictionary of Religion includes a subheading on talismans in Chinese religion that reflects more recent general knowledge. The entry reads: "Amulets and talismans are used in Taoism and in folk practices primarily for healing and protection, especially the protection of young children. They may be stamped with a seal or written out by hand on paper with the appropriate color ink by a Taoist priest or other professional. Most talismans display divinatory diagrams and a highly stylized script understood to be heavenly writing. Talismans are usually burned and the ashes ingested or scattered, but they may also be worn on one's person or mounted on a wall."
15 This is a succinct and unproblematic entry as far as it goes, but it is notable that this entry only mentions Daoist and folk use of talismans and mentions nothing about their use within Buddhism.
It is not only modern Western scholars that have emphasized the exclusive Daoist use of talismans and depicted Buddhists as being categorically opposed to them. This same perspective is found in standard contemporary Japanese-language Buddhist reference works. 17 Thus, a kind of exorcism has been performed on precisely those objects within the Buddhist tradition that threaten to make it appear too magical. That these writers felt the need to repress the use of these objects further suggests that Buddhists in China partook of a wide range of occult practices and employed an arsenal of techniques to repel the harmful and impel the desired.
in other words: talismanic writing
There is an extensive literature on the history and function of Chinese talismans within the pre-Daoist and Daoist contexts. 18 Given that information on the use of talismans in Daoism is readily available, I will limit my comments to just the barest of outlines. Pioneering early French sinologists like Max Kaltenmark, Robert des Rotours, and others have detailed how the original meaning of the character for "tally" ( fu ), referred to two halves of an object, usually in the shape of a dragon, fish, or tiger that were 16 split down the middle and inscribed on the back. Each of two contracting parties would keep one half as a guarantee of an agreement. 19 Some twenty years ago, Anna Seidel emphasized that talismans were not invented by nor the sole prerogative of Daoists, but rather they emerged out of Han dynasty imperial treasure objects. 20 One of the early functions of the talisman was for a ruler to authorize the conduct and scope of authority of a general (e.g., how many troops he could command). 21 The military context of talismans later found a corollary in the spiritual realm and permitted their possessor to summon and control a variety of deities that could be drawn on in battles with spirits. 22 Talismans written in an esoteric script are also found on Han tomb objects (see fig. 1 ), where they "figure at the end of several ordinance and contract texts. They also occur separately or combined with short demon-subduing spells on wooden tablets or on jars." 23 Based on the available evidence, the earliest uses of talismans were for healing, exorcism, and protection. What was it about the esoteric script on these talismans that imbued them with such powers?
As many scholars of Chinese script have noted, it was believed that the earliest forms of writing in China were not used to transcribe human speech but, rather, preceded it and were signs that reflected the hidden powers of the universe and were used to "communicate with the spirits."
24 Léon protectors," and "must have been simply talismanic, that is, composed of juxtaposed or imbricated graphs without any articulation of a linguistic nature." 25 Since written traces were at root "patterns" ( wen ) originating in nature they controlled what they represented through their potent spiritual power. 26 This background is fundamental to understanding a passage in the Huainanzi ą . that says, for example, "Of old when Cangjie originated writing, Heaven rained down grain and the demons howled at night."
27 Why did the demons howl at the origin of written script? Xushen #˴ (ca. 100 CE), compiler of the Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Compounds (Shuowen jiezi ʠ ), noted the following about this passage, "By gazing at the patterns of the footprints of birds, Cangjie created writing in correspondence to them, then . . . the demons feared that they also might be engraved in books and therefore they howled at night." 28 In other words, to know the name or "true-form" ( zhenxing ) of a spirit meant that one had control over that spirit. This theory of naming power has a long history in China, as it does elsewhere in the world. 29 Written talismans, by virtue of their unique position somewhere between the "legible" and "illegible," between the "spirit world" and the "human world," served as mediums for communication with (or control of ) the realm of demons and deities. Talismanic script could express or illustrate ineffable meanings and powers that defy transmission by traditional modalities of communication: oral or written. 30 Talismans were sacred images that mirrored the forms of the primordial energies at the inception of the world and were therefore imbued with a spiritual power drawn from an ability to share in the essence of the thing it names or represents. This depiction of the specific nature of talismanic language within Chinese sources resonates well with other studies, especially Stanley Tambiah's seminal essay entitled "The Magical Power of Words," that have gone a long way toward revising earlier theories that interpreted "unintelligible" script or speech as mere gibberish. 32 The esoteric language found in Chinese talismanic writing and in a variety of texts from the ancient Mediterranean world does not descend to the level of nonsense but is elevated to the level of being representative of the language used in spiritual conversations with higher orders. It is, in other words, the rarefied language of the gods and not a tainted or debased form of human language.
the visible and the invisible: seeing buddhist talismans While there has been ample discussion about the role of esoteric talismans within Daoism and Chinese folk religion, there is a paucity of studies on their role within Buddhism. To be sure, this absence is not merely due to the modern scholarly prejudices discussed above. Some early Buddhist texts already contain clear critiques of the use of charms and amulets. The Brahmaj a la Sutta , in the D i gha Nik a ya collection, says: "Whereas some ascetics and Brahmins, feeding on the food of the faithful, make their living by such base arts, such wrong means of livelihood as palmistry, divining by signs, portents, dreams, body-marks, mouse gnawings, fire-oblations, oblations from a ladle of husks, rice-powder, rice grains, ghee or oil, from the mouth or of blood, reading the finger-tips, house-and gardenlore, skill in charms, ghost-lore, earth-house lore, snake-lore, poison-lore, rat-lore, bird-lore, crow-lore, foretelling a person's life span, charms against arrows, knowledge of animals' cries, the ascetic Gotama refrains from such base arts and wrong means of livelihood." 33 Now, if one were to turn to certain Chinese primary sources, it would also seem that the production and usage of talismans was adamantly rejected by Chinese Buddhists and was the sole prerogative of Daoists. The New Account of Tales of the World (Shishuo xinyu Ȝ ̅ ) includes a fascinating (albeit polemical) account about a Buddhist monk whose healing techniques demonstrated the obstacles that might be encountered through the use of Daoist talismans.
Ch'ih Yin believed in the Taoist religion with zealous devotion. Once he was suffering from an ailment in his bowels, which various Taoist physicians were unable to cure. Hearing that the Buddhist monk Yu Fa-k'ai had a good reputation, he went to consult him. After he had come, Fa-k'ai took his pulse and said, "What your Excellency is suffering from is caused by none other than an excess of zeal [ ching-chin ] , that's all." Whereupon he mixed a dose of medicine with some hot water and gave it to him. No sooner had Ch'ih taken his medicine than immediately he had an enormous bowel movement in which he evacuated several wads of paper, each as big as a fist. When he opened them up to look, they turned out to be the Taoist paper talismans [ fu ] he had ingested earlier. 34 Clearly the earlier Daoist talismans had not done the job, and this story represents the Buddhist rejection of the efficacy of talismans in general. Nonetheless, despite the negative assessment of the use of talismans in Chinese Buddhism suggested by this fifth-century source and reiterated by much modern scholarship, there is evidence that suggests that there was no consensus on the usage of talismans within early Chinese Buddhism. The absence of studies and references to the Buddhist uses of talismans is connected to questions about the types of sources that have traditionally been used to delineate the parameters of Buddhist practice, a perduring tendency to erect rigid partitions between Buddhism and Daoism, and the refusal to recognize shared practices (particularly those that have been classified as being of a "magical," and therefore denigrated, character) between those two traditions. While it is true that talismans are found less frequently in the Buddhist canon (Taish o shinsh u daiz o ky o . ̅ . ͣ , hereafter Taish o ) than in the Daoist canon (Zhengtong Daozang ΰ , hereafter Daozang) where they appear regularly, one place where they do appear with some frequency is in Buddhist texts that have been conventionally identified as esoteric or proto-Tantric. 36 Other evidence points to the fact that their usage was pronounced in Chinese apocryphal works and in a variety of Dunhuang manuscripts and fragments. Recent research has shown the important role that Chinese apocryphal texts played in the development and adaptation of Buddhism in China, and therefore it is not surprising to find a significant indigenous Chinese practice (the writing of talismans) incorporated into primarily apocryphal Buddhist texts since "it is apocryphal texts, rather than exegeses of translated Indian scriptures, that often exhibit what is most distinctively Chinese about Chinese Buddhism." 37 There are a number of recent studies regarding the Buddhist cult of the book and the way that Buddhist texts functioned like talismans, rather than as mere repositories of doctrinal teachings that were meant to be read. 38 There has been less attention paid, however, to the talismans themselves that are found within Buddhist texts. Perhaps, one of the difficulties of locating talismans within Buddhist sources is that in most cases there is nothing in the title of a text that signals that it contains talismans. As will become clear below, many texts that are labeled as dh a ra n i s u tras -which have traditionally been considered to be composed of oral formulationsalso contain written talismans and some dh a ra n i s u tras mention that their oral formulas should take a written form.
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One scholar who was at the forefront of a movement within Sinology to recognize practices and rituals common to Buddhists and Daoists was, of course, the late Michel Strickmann. In his foundational study on the use of "seals" ( yin )-which use engraved wooden stamps in talismanic ways-in Chinese magico-religion, Strickmann proposed that the "use of seals in Buddhism and Daoism richly illustrates our long-held contention that such pervasive phenomena cannot be parceled out into sectarian pigeon holes. It is fruitless to ask (as so often is done) 'is it Buddhist or Daoist?' Clearly, therapeutic sigillation has been both Buddhist and Daoist, and more besides." 40 This conscious breaching of the carefully delineated (albeit artificial) sectarian lines allows us to see that the use of seals was not only present in Daoist sources, but that they were also pervasive in Buddhist sources, and the same can be said of written talismans. We now have some foundational studies on talismans found in Buddhist sources by Gao Guofan , Xiao Dengfu 8 , Jean-Pierre Drège, and Christine Mollier that clearly demonstrate that Strickmann's work on seals merely touched the tip of an enormous iceberg floating in Daoist and Buddhist waters. 41 There are many Buddhist texts found in standard collections, such as the Taish o canon, the Continued Buddhist Canon (Dai Nippon zokuz o ky o . ͣ ), and in Dunhuang manuscript collections, that incorporate talismans-or talismanic writing in an esoteric form of script. 42 In order to give a sense of the extent to which Buddhist texts incorporated talismans and talismanic writing I will first recall some of the texts readily available in the Taish o canon. I will then turn to a more detailed treatment of some surviving Dunhuang manuscripts and focus on two that are representative of the vast material available among those manuscripts.
In spite of the claims by some scholars that these talismans are evidence of the existence of Tantric or proto-Tantric Buddhism in China, it is my contention that the tendency to classify these talismans as Tantric is primarily due to the ways that they have traditionally been classified and discussed in modern Euro-American and Japanese secondary literature, as well as the ways that some of texts with talismans have been categorized by the editors of the modern Taish o canon. 43 One of the significant contributions of recent scholarship on talismans and spells is the mutual concern for the intersections between Buddhism and Daoism, yet in much of that work the invocation of Tantrism has served to separate off concerns for magic and spells within Buddhism into a hermetically sealed category in order to preserve the rest of Buddhism from these so-called debased or benighted practices. Yet, the use of charms, spells, and talismans are found within mainstream Buddhist texts and cannot be limited to any one lineage or tradition within Buddhism.
In the section that follows, therefore, there is only occasional reference to central Chinese Buddhist masters or well-known esoteric s u tras. Rather, the emphasis in these texts is on a world populated as much by gangs of demons, star deities, and magical spells as it is by buddhas and bodhisattvas. The following sources offer one vantage point from which to view how Buddhist texts creatively assimilated the distinctive Chinese practice of using an esoteric script to write talismans and how talismanic writing became a shared practice that is found within Buddhism and Daoism.
The applications of the Buddhist talismans discussed below are quite varied, but they generally include those that are to be ingested, those that are to be burned and the ashes used to empower water for washing the eyes or drinking, those to be hung up to garrison a home, applied to a bed, 43 Most texts with talismans are situated in the "esoteric" ( mikky o bu ) section of the modern Taish o canon. This classification system is followed by Xiao Dengfu in his work, but we should note in addition that Michel Strickmann also classified these types of sources as "proto-Tantric." While Gao Guofan situates the talismans found in Dunhuang manuscripts in relationship to popular religious practices and Daoism, he also discusses their proliferation during the reign of Tang Xuanzong, which he states began to evince the teachings of Tantric or Esoteric Buddhist via the influence of masters such as Amoghavajra put on a tree, garrison a tomb, and those to be worn to become invisible. 44 Interestingly, there are also talismans that are specifically designated as being for both Daoist and Buddhist monks to wear for good fortune, and a talisman found in later collections is to be affixed to the wall of a Daoist abbey or Buddhist monastery. 45 One of the earliest Buddhist texts to include talismans is the Dh a ran 5 i S u tra of A t avaka, General of Demons (Azhapoju guishen dajiang shangfo tuolouni jing AɃ .ǉ ͣ ), dated to the first half of the sixth century (see fig. 2 ). 46 It may on first glance appear odd to find written talismans in a dh a ra n i s u tra , since scholars have tended to separate 44 these two into categories of writing and orality, but recently Paul F. Copp has shown that those categories were not mutually exclusive. 47 The first image that we are presented with in this text is described as a talisman ( fu ) to be used against disease demons. One of the conspicuous aspects of this talisman is the fact that it is written in a standard script that is all completely legible and may (if this text is true to its date) suggest that Buddhists initially wrote talismans in standard script before adopting the esoteric talismanic script that is common in contemporary Daoist texts and (as we will see shortly) Buddhist talismans found in later sources.
The A t avaka talisman has at its center a square box partitioned into four sections and radiating out from this square are all the names of the spirits who become present in the talisman when it is "activated" by reciting a spell twenty-one times. 48 The center of the talisman contains a command derived from a phrase used to close Han dynasty official orders: "May those who are ordered by this spirit talisman be quick as the statutes and ordinances! ( jiji rulü ling ʞ 6 )." 49 Following the image of the talisman we read that those who "wear this talisman will be free of nightmares, if they wear it and enter battle they will be assured of victory, if they enter water they will not drown, and if they enter fire they will not be burned," all uncommon traits that are commonly ascribed to Daoist transcendents. 50 Essentially this talisman functions as an all-purpose protective device that is empowered by the deities it commands.
Another set of talismans is found in a text dated roughly to the midseventh century, entitled Dh a ra n i S u tra of J a " gul i , The Poison Woman, Spoken by the Buddha (Foshuo Changjuli dunu tuoluoni zhoujing ˯ . γͣ ) (see figs. 3 and 4). 51 In line with the goddess J a " gul i 's particular powers against malevolent dragons and serpents, her spell is known to be extremely effective against all forms of toxic envenomation. 52 Thus, the talismans that are included in this text are also 47 Copp, "Voice, Dust, Shadow, Stone: The Makings of Spells in Medieval Chinese Buddhism," 237-99. 48 The combination of some type of physical movement while writing a talisman or carving a seal is a common feature found in these texts but is also a practice with ancient roots. specifically directed at dealing with envenomation. The first five talismans are represented by curling concentric circles that appear to have the graph for demon ( gui ) written in talismanic script inside the serpentine coils.
The text informs us that these talismans are to be "drawn in black ink upon the point of envenomation." 53 A note to these talismans says that they can also be "written in vermilion ink on paper and swallowed to cure . . . [text missing]." 54 Then follows another talisman that, like the A t avaka talisman, is written in standard script. The talisman says: "Ritual seal of J a " gul i ; J a " gul i cures the hundred envenomations! Kill and bind! Enchant and bind! Apprehend, goddess! Sv a h a !" 55 The text notes that the talisman can either be written in vermilion on paper and carried on one's person to repel all demonic pneumas ( guiqi ), or it can be written in vermilion ink on paper and swallowed to get rid of stomach ailments. These talismans contain a mixture of standard and talismanic script, could be used internally as well as externally, and function like an official written order or command.
The canonical Buddhist text that includes the richest account of talismans to be worn ( pei ) or ingested ( fu ) is N a g a rjuna's Treatise on the Five Sciences (Lungshu wuming lun I ), compiled perhaps as early as the sixth century (see fig. 5 ).
56 Although the actual representations of the talismans do not appear until the end of this fascinating text, it is worth pausing at the beginning, since the first chapter contains some of the most detailed written information on talismans found in any source. The first mention of talismans in this text occurs in a list of three talismans that can "attract wealth" ( zhao caibao -), "cure the illnesses of sentient beings" ( zhi zhongsheng bing ), and "command the proper timing of wind and rain." 57 Then the text contains a lengthy section that provides precise details about eighteen different talismans (none of which is illustrated). All of these talismans are to be written in vermilion on silk and either worn or carried. Strickmann has summarized their powers as follows: "In addition to talismans for treating diverse maladies and prophylactic use against disease demons, government officials, and other robbers, this list includes talismans to aid in childbirth, others to restore harmony, as well as one guaranteed to instantly obtain high-ranking suitors for an 53 unwed daughter who is growing perilously old." 58 In other words, these talismans were used to attract things that were desired, like wealth and so forth, and at the same time helped to repel disease demons and robbers. Shortly after enumerating this list of talismans N a g a rjuna's Treatise on the Five Sciences goes on to list twelve more talismans (although only ten are pictured) that claim to "kill demons and cure diseases" ( shagui 
zhibing
). Significantly, these talismans are all to be ingested at particular times calibrated by a fixed Chinese astrological schedule. 59 In this text, as in others, astrological knowledge is all important, and given the importance of astrology in the first part of the text it is no surprise to find that in the talismans and seals depicted at the end of the text we find a more liberal inclusion of astral, or pseudo-astral, depictions. 60 We are informed that "if a woman is undergoing difficult labor pains, administer a paper talisman imprinted with a seal for her to swallow, and the infant in her womb will speedily come forth holding the talisman in its hand." 61 We are clearly a long way from the Shishuo xinyu tale that ridiculed the sick person for ingesting Daoist talismans written on paper! The first of the last three talismans included in this text focuses on the attainment of powers to deal with evil people, and it specifies that those who obtain this talisman are not to drink alcohol, eat meat or the five pungent foods ( wuxin : onions, garlic, shallots, leeks, and chives, which are considered to induce lustful thoughts), and they are instructed not to transmit it carelessly to others. 62 This talisman lacks the systematic appearance of other contemporary Daoist and Buddhist talismans and appears to be merely a bunch of wavy lines. The depictions of the last two talismans, which are both concerned with curing diseases, however, look more like the intricately formed talismans that appear in contemporary Daoist sources and what we find in later Buddhist sources and therefore may reflect the fact that there was a gradual movement from standard script toward esoteric script.
In the Secret Magical Techniques of the Ten-Thousand Loves of Mañ-ju ¶ r i and Yam a ntaka (Manshushili yanmandejia wanai mishu ruyi fa
˯6 ͗˰ "ʞJ ) (see fig. 6 ), a text attributed to Yixing Ƹ (683-727), the Chan monk who later became ‡ ubh a karasi m ha's disciple, there is also a set of two talismans that are labeled "earth talisman" and "heaven talisman." 63 These two talismans, which include the head and the head and partial body of a human figure, are talismans that are also capped with the head of a human being. 64 Since there is no detailed explanation of these talismans, there is little we can say about them here, except to note that the practitioner is told to recite, rather than to write, ingest, or wear them. 65 While we find here an oral element to talismans, there are also a number of texts labeled as dh a ra n i s u tras where we find instructions that stipulate that the dh a ra n i was to be written out and worn or ingested, rather than merely enunciated.
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Of the entire collection of written talismans found in Buddhist texts collected in the Taish o canon, the set that appears to be the most systematically drawn and the closest (in form) to pre-Daoist and Daoist talismans is the star 64 See, e.g., the Lingbao talisman depicted in Despeux, "Talismans and Diagrams," 516. 65 T. 21.97c15. The occurrence of the character fu written with a double mouth radical rather than with the bamboo radical may suggest an early precedent for some talismans being representations of incantations. 66 It is interesting to note that at least two other esoteric texts that contain talismans are also called dh a ra n i s u tras . See T. no. 1238 and T. no. 1265. For further relevant comments on dh a ra n i, see Ryuichi Abé, The Weaving of Mantra: Kukai and the Construction of Esoteric Buddhist Discourse (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 159ff. and 166ff., where he distinguishes Mahayana dharani that are appendages to sutras, and esoteric dharani that are used for healing and long life in Nara period Japan. In thinking about the issue of the oral nature of dharani, it is useful to consult David Frankfurter's work on the oral nature of talismans and amulets. See Frankfurter, "The Magic of Writing and the Writing of Magic." qixing yanming jing 7 ƻ θͣ ) (see fig. 7 ). 67 These talismans draw extra potency from their correlation with specific stars due to the macrocosmic and microcosmic relationships between the celestial sphere and the human realm (including the inside of the body). In this text, the talismans are found under the name for each star in the Northern Dipper ( beidou 7 )-an asterism of great importance within the imperial cult, Daoism, Buddhism, and Chinese popular religion-and in the lower register of the text we are told that a person who is born under a certain chronogram is to wear that talisman if they encounter danger. 68 Ostensibly the talismans that are found in this text also help the practitioners negotiate the list of ailments and dangers, and realize the worldly benefits, that are mentioned later in the text. That list includes protection from malevolent demons, official promotion, wealth and prosperity, curing of disease, and ease in childbirth. The list ends by reassuring the possessor of the talismans that the seven stars of the Dipper "control human destiny" ( shenming θ ), that is to say, one's life span.
talismans found in the S u tra Spoken by the Buddha on Prolonging Life by Worship of the Seven Stars of the Northern Dipper (Foshuo beidou
Another
short text in the Taish o canon that combines text and talismans is the Rules for the Diviner's Board of the Holy Deity of Mirth (Sheng huanxitian shifa ͪɁ
). Robert Duquenne has shown that this curious text is an amalgamation of Chinese and Indian astral images. Two talismans are labeled "obscure character talisman" ( mingwen fu ) for "prosperity" ( sheng ) and a "talisman for mysterious captivation" ( mishe fu ). 69 Unfortunately, the text does not describe the use of these talismans. Two notes below the images of the talismans merely say, "on the back, [the name of] so and so," and "tightly opposed to the surface, draw and cut." 70 This text contains a wide variety of Indian and Chinese elements, including Hindu deities, Sanskrit "seed syllables" ( b i ja ), mudr a s , talismans, and the familiar injunction "quickly, quickly in accordance with the statutes and ordinances." 71 All of these techniques are combined for a variety of purposes: protecting oneself from diseases and spells cast by others, empowering oneself to cast spells on others (make them ill), and attaining specific material goods (other people's treasures, high rank, etc. include attracting the love of others, the ability to fly, and the power to alleviate pain and suffering-the text depicts a total of forty-two talismans that are to be written on paper, written on the body, or written on paper and swallowed. All of these talismans are included in a section that is titled "Miraculous Rites for Prolonging Life."
The problems that these talismans claim to be effective against include both heart ailments and demonic illness. Other talismans in this list emphasize the ability to prolong one's life and increase one's knowledge ( yannian yizhi C ), and one talisman claims to ensure the attainment of treasures ( bao -). 73 If one covets someone else's valuables, the text boasts, all they need to do is to write the other person's name underneath the talisman and that person will immediately send the desired things to them. 74 After depicting three talismans that are to be drawn on the four legs of one's bed in order to ensure the protection of the Eight Great Vajra Protectors ( bada jingang weihu ,.
), 75 the next four talismans are all concerned with protection from natural disasters, including the dangers of fire, wind, excessive rain, and floods. 76 Given what we have learned from other collections of talismans, it is not surprising to find that some of the talismans in this set also end with the "quickly, quickly in accordance with the statutes and ordinances" formula for ordering demons and deities, and that they also include injunctions ordering the possessor not to show them to other people. 77 Edward Davis has noted that there was "no better example of Daoist influence on Tantric Buddhism" than in the texts of the early followers of Ucchu ß ma's cult. 78 While this may be true, we will see below that based on other evidence from Buddhist manuscripts from Dunhuang, establishing a clear direction of influence-from Daoism to Buddhism-is not as straightforward as one might expect.
buddhist talismans in dunhuang manuscripts
One of the problems with just referring to Buddhist texts in the Taish o canon that contain talismans is that the texts in that collection were drawn primarily from Japanese libraries and temple collections. 79 The Taish to the fact that the Dunhuang texts that were included by the editors came from the Stein collection in London, while other collections-such as the Pelliot collection in Paris-are not well represented. 80 When we throw a wider net than did the Taish o editors, we find that there are at least fifty Dunhuang manuscripts that include Buddhist talismans or describe the production of talismans, but no longer include the images.
Included in the vast trove of paintings and books discovered in Dunhuang at the beginning of the twentieth century was a striking painted talisman on paper (42.7 centimeters [18 inches] high and 30 centimeters [11 inches] wide). 81 This talisman, found in the "library" of cave 17 at Dunhuang and now housed in the British Museum (Stein Painting #170), is a particularly fascinating example of the mixing of text, talisman, and iconography (see fig. 9 ). The talisman comprises two registers (above and below) and a surrounding decorative motif that is akin to the outer "doors" found on Indian yantras. 82 The lower register of the talisman can be divided into two sections. The right side is filled with a haphazard looking mixture of talismanic script, esoteric seal script, and a few recognizable elements of Chinese graphs. The talismanic writing closely resembles the type of script that is encountered in Daoist texts and the esoteric texts discussed above, but when compared to other intricate talismans preserved in contemporary Daoist Dunhuang manuscripts this fragment appears to be exceedingly simple and to be the product of an untrained hand. 83 Indeed, this talisman looks like what might be produced by someone who was trying to copy or mimic the style of other talismans without understanding, or having mastered, the logic that goes into their construction. 84 We might imagine a scene not 80 completely unlike that found in an essay entitled "A Writing Lesson," in Lévi-Strauss's Tristes tropiques , where the Nambikwara chief mimicked Lévi-Strauss's writing by simply drawing wavy lines on the paper. 85 Yet, rather than chuckle at that scene, we might speculate that, like the Nambikwara chief who sensed the purpose and power of writing and used it to maintain (or even increase) his power in the tribe, whoever was responsible for the production of this talisman sensed that this newly encountered style of talismanic writing also held power that could be tapped. This talismanic script was likely taken to be a dh a ra n i , and the mystic power that is usually rendered in Siddham-or transliterated-is here presented in a sinified form of an equally esoteric nature. 86 The Chinese script on the left side of the lower register is entirely legible and announces the power of this talisman: "This talisman is a dh a ra n i talisman [ cifu tuolouni fu ]. Those who wear it will obtain supernormal powers [ shentong ų , abhijñ a ] and will have their sins removed for a thousand kalpas . All of the Buddhas of the ten directions will appear before their eyes, and there will be nothing that is not auspicious or profitable. Throughout their entire life they will obtain the respect and admiration of others, and their merit will be without compare. 
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This talisman emphasizes the dual attainment of supramundane goals (visions of Buddhas and removal of sins) along with more mundane attainments (magical powers and admiration of others). Given the size and content of the text, one can well imagine that it is a surviving talisman of precisely the type that might have actually circulated. 90 In short, this Buddhist talisman is a fascinating example of an extracanonical source in which we see the incorporation of talismanic script that empowers it for use in purification and protection.
The final Buddhist text under consideration here presents a number of interpretive questions that complicate any attempt to assign a clear line of influence between Buddhism and Daoism. The S u tra of the Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans Spoken by the Buddha (Foshuo qiqian fo shenfu jing ƻǐ ͣ , hereafter Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans ) (see figs. 10 and 11), is a fragmentary text included in the Taish o Buddhist canon that is exclusively focused on the explication of a series of written talismans ( fu ) but is also found in varying states of preservation among the Dunhuang manuscripts. 90 Christine Mollier has also suggested that this a "véritable" talisman, a talisman consecrated and ritually employed, as opposed to others that are models used for making copies. See Mollier, "Talismans," 409. The focus of the first part of the Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans is on the role of these talismans in the prolongation of life ( yannian yisuan C ). 92 The primary concern related to extending one's years seems to involve securing the protection of the one who possesses the talismans from illness and disease demons. After advertising that the "thousand Buddha talismans" ( qianfo fu ǐ ) are capable of beating and disciplining ( daduan ) a variety of demons so that they all vanish of their own accord ( jinzi xiaomie ), the text goes on to appeal to the controlling powers of the stars in the Northern Dipper ( beidou 7 ). This text specifies that the stars of the Dipper signify the following: Army Destroyer ( pojun xing ) controls "wasting" 92 On the compound yisuan ( ), see Hanyu da cidian . , vol. 7, 1423. , no. 13 (1996): 78-104. The most detailed study of this text is now Mollier, "Les talismans du Buddha et de Laozi," which is available in English as "Augmenting the Life Account" that is the third chapter of her recent Buddhism and Taoism Face to Face , 100-133. Since the research for this article was completed some years ago and Mollier's work was only published recently, I was unable to take it fully into account here. While it is not surprising to find the Northern Dipper invoked in this text, since it is also the subject of a variety of Buddhist texts that we have discussed above, it is interesting that the next asterism that is invoked is what is known to us primarily from Daoist texts as the Three Platforms ( Santai ǆ ). 96 The Three Platforms refers to a collection of six stars (though our text mentions only five) that are all within the constellation Ursa Major. In Daoist texts the Three Platforms asterism is connected with the power to protect human destiny, which is precisely the role it plays in the Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans . In addition to protecting human destiny, the five stars of Three Platforms are perceived to be capable of dispelling calamities and eliminating epidemics. The first section of the text ends by ordering all demons of chaos ( luangui ) to remove themselves to a distance of a million li , and this command is enforced with the now familiar juridical injunction: "quickly, quickly in accordance with the statutes and ordinances" ( jiji rulü ling ʞ 6 ). After putting on this talisman heaven opens and all directions are passable. The hundred demons will not follow. If I fall into water I will not drown. Swords and weapons will not injure me. My comings and goings will be auspicious and good. I will not meet with calamity or misfortune. I receive protection from the troops of the four directions and five marchmounts. . . . Worthies will cherish and respect me. Excellent medicines will be given to me. Divine talismans will protect me. The hundred demons will avoid me. The hundred spirits will adore me. The Gate of Heaven will open for me, and the Door of Earth will exclude me. 101 Cool spring water will be my drink. Wind, frost, and rain will all vanish from my way. Those who are faced with this talisman will die and those who go against [the orders of ] it will perish. 102 After listing the names of nine more talismans and the demons that they are responsible for repressing, this section again concludes with a forceful command that says, "[Carry out] that which has been decreed, quickly, quickly in accordance with the statutes and ordinances." 103 This list of the benefits and powers available to the possessor of these talismans is a fine example of how these talismans provided both protection (including the expelling of noxious animals and demons) and assured the practitioner cer-tain benefits (including riches, power, brocades, and respect). At the end of the text we are given a glimpse of the fifteen talismans whose powers are advertised in this text, and it is precisely these talismans that provided the final clue allowing us to bring together a variety of different Dunhuang fragments that can all be pieced together in order to arrive at a complete version of this text, since the beginning and end of some versions of the text had become detached and were lost. These written talismans all appear to be a mixture of "repeated script" ( fuwen -) and composite graphs. 104 The talismans that conclude the text are similar to contemporary Daoist talismans. Given the style of the incantation in the text along with certain other textual attributes (like the reference to the Three Platforms), some suspicions about the text's authenticity may already have been raised in the mind of the reader, as they were for some earlier scholars. Lionel Giles and Yabuki Keiki L both speculated that Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans was an apocryphal work that was most likely composed or compiled in the late seventh century. 105 fig. 12 ). 106 In the Dunhuang Buddhist version of the text, however, overtly Daoist names of deities are replaced with Buddhist names, and some sections of the complete text have been excised. Both texts end with the same list of five talismans given above, and both include a further list of ten talismans 104 See, e.g., Wang Yucheng's study of "repeated script" ( fuwen ) that is the style used in the Taiping jing ͣ , in "Luoyang yanguang yuannian zhushu taoguan kaoshi with the title " fuyan " or " fuya "
, which serve to "suppress" different types of demons. 107 While it was initially tempting to interpret this Buddhist text as a direct copy of a Daoist original, that seemingly plausible conclusion had to be deferred due to other contextual information.
It is now generally accepted that the Dunhuang caves were "closed" by the early eleventh century, which provides us with a rather solid terminus ad quem for the Buddhist version of this text. According to Rong Xingjiang, the latest dated Chinese manuscript from Dunhuang is from 1002. He suggests that the cave was sealed soon after this date, possibly when the kingdom of Khotan to the west (with which the ruling family of Dunhuang had close ties) fell to the Islamic Karakhanids in 1006. 108 We can, however, push the date for this Buddhist manuscript back much earlier with reference to Buddhist catalogs. There are three texts listed in the Catalogue of Scriptures Authorized by the Great Zhou (695) with names that are nearly identical to the Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans . 109 The names of the Buddhist versions of the text are also found beginning in the mid-eighth century in Japanese records held at the Sh o s o in , a storehouse within the T o daiji Temple .ʦ in Nara where the temple's treasures are stored. 110 The Daoist version of the text is not, however, attested in the corpus of Dunhuang manuscripts or in any of the catalogs of Daoist texts found in Song libraries. 111 Based on internal textual evidence, it appears that the extant Daoist version of this text may postdate the eleventh century, since near the beginning of the text we find the name Wang Wenqing (1093-1153) listed as one of the generals of the six cyclical jia ( liujia jiangjun ), who are empowered by Lord Lao to ward off calamities, protect people and prolong lives. 112 Although Wang is presented here as a deified celestial general, he was known in his mortal existence as a famous thunder ritual master who carried on the Divine Empyrean ( Shenxiao ) tradition, which was based on the textual revelations of Lin Lingsu ʆ (1076-1120). 113 The name Wang Wenqing does, however, appear in a couple of Zhengyi "register texts" that list the six jia generals, but it is difficult to arrive at a precise date for those texts. 114 115 Thus far I have presented a variety of Buddhist texts that include talismans that resemble those found in contemporary Daoist texts. It might be tempting to claim, as Henrik Sørensen did recently in the pages of this journal, that "talismans-whether written, printed, engraved or cast-with their highly specialized and intricate writing are unique to the Daoist tradition [and that] . . . when they occur in Chinese Buddhist material, we know for certain that we are dealing with a case of direct (in the case of an unmodified talisman) or indirect (in the case of a talisman modified along Buddhist lines) borrowing from the Daoist tradition." 116 Yet I have resisted interpreting all the talismans within Buddhist texts as merely the product of a one-way borrowing. Given the evidence at hand, it would be prudent to avoid trying to assign a direction of influence on these related texts. I sympathize with Roger Chartier's suggestion that "what is needed is a historical approach not unlike that of sociologists when they try to identify cultural types not from a group of objects supposedly characteristic of a particular group but rather from the relation each group has with shared objects, knowledge, or practices." 117 The Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans and related texts seem to be particularly good candidates for proposing that there was in all likelihood a popular template in circulation that was altered and applied to both Buddhist and Daoist ends. When it came to such significant acts, such as warding off disease demons and protecting or extending one's life, Buddhist and Daoists were occupied with the same types of concerns and employed a similar arsenal of powerful techniques that drew on the powers embedded in esoteric talismans. 115 For dating the Daoist version of the text it may be significant that the incantatory central portion of the text, which is already found in the earliest Buddhist manuscript, is also found in other Daoist texts, but they postdate a purported new revelation of the incantation by Lord Lao in 1109. On that history see Mollier, Buddhism and Taoism Face to Face , 131-32, where, despite the late dating of the evidence, she argues for an earlier Daoist provenance. conclusion: strong words At the outset of this article I noted that throughout the ancient world there was a tendency to inscribe the language used in curse tablets and binding spells in an unintelligible, esoteric script. It is clear from the evidence presented above that there is also an abundant textual record from China detailing the long history of the use of esoteric talismans. By the Tang dynasty (at the latest), talismans and talismanic script also began to appear in Chinese Buddhist texts, where they served to repel the noxious and impel the desired. Why, however, did the compilers of the Chinese texts begin to incorporate talismans written in an esoteric Chinese script when Indian Siddham script, which was already quite popular in China due to its perceived magical properties, could have been used to the same effect? 118 It seems that to the extent to which they introduced other imported esoteric powers, the compilers of these apocryphal works also drew on the perceived powers of the indigenous Chinese esoteric script. The compilers of the Buddhists texts analyzed above attempted to harness what for them must have been a powerful indigenous practice that they could add to their repertoire of potent ritual techniques.
When these types of Buddhist talismans appeared in Japan (see fig. 13 )-and we know that a cycle of texts surrounding the Seven Thousand Buddhas Spirit Talismans arrived in Japan during the Nara period (710-94)-it was precisely the powers they were perceived to have that worried the Nara government and eventually led to their proscription. The Rules for Buddhist Priests and Nuns (S o niry o 6 ) issued in 718, for example, included an article that stipulated that "Priests and nuns who practice divination, distribute charms, perform spirit-possession, or practice medicine will, without exception, be deprived of their ordained status. Exempt from this rule is the healing of the sick by chanting dh a ra n i s in accordance with the Buddha Dharma." 119 Therefore, the oral was acceptable, while the written was proscribed. Despite this injunction, talismans with esoteric script, often coupled with Siddham script and the phrase "quickly, quickly in accordance with the statutes and ordinances" ( jiji rulü ling ), survived and circulated widely in Japan, where they can still be seen in use today. the looks on the faces of those who attended Xu Bing's installations of books, hanging scrolls, and woodblock prints composed of invented characters that his work inspired a strange sense of wonder in the face of something that looked so familiar, but frustrated any attempts at understanding. Stanley Abe has pointed out that when A Book from the Sky was exhibited in 1989 "there was considerable perplexity over whether to read the work as a critique, or as an instantiation of Chinese culture, or as both; the debate reflected deep concerns and differences over the future direction of Chinese art." 122 One is left to wonder about the extent to which Xu Bing's exhibition of this esoteric script was also perceived to be seditious by the Chinese government, but that was precisely the way the work came to be represented abroad despite (or because of ) Xu Bing's own silence on the matter. 123 Talismans and esoteric script seem, however, to have presented a different kind of wonder and danger for modern scholars. Despite their ubiquity in Buddhist sources, one of the possible reasons that these esoteric talismans have remained largely undiscussed in studies of Chinese Buddhism is due to similar factors at work in the neglect of charms and talismans in the study of ancient Greece. John Gager has noted that this "persistent neglect stems surely from the potentially harmful character of these small metal tablets-not so much the real harm suffered by their ancient targets but the potential harm to the entrenched reputation of classical Greece and Rome, not to mention Judaism and Christianity, as bastions of pure philosophy and religion." 124 Previously held views about a "pure" or rational Buddhism also lead to the occlusion (perhaps even systematic erasure) of Buddhist talismans in scholarly writing on Chinese Buddhism. In the process of approaching these powerful words we are not only led to acknowledge the presence of talismans within Buddhism, but we were also urged to consider the mutual interchanges and borrowings that characterized the relationship between Buddhists and Daoists-to say nothing of the impact of Chinese popular religion-in medieval China, another previously harmful topic for those concerned with guarding the sectarian walls erected between those traditions.
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